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Technological Institute (Haahr, Nielsen, Hansen, & Jacobsen, 2005) highlighted that variance in students' reading performance is much higher within countries than between countries: Only one tenth of the total variance lies between countries; the remaining nine tenths of the variance occurs within countries. Interestingly, a number of countries with relatively little variation in students' reading achievement (e.g., relatively few at-risk students) are also countries where the average achievement is high. Policy makers are therefore recommended to reduce skill disparities and to focus their efforts toward at-risk students. The PROREAD research project aimed at supporting these efforts by providing information about national school-based support systems that are effective in terms of reducing the prevalence of students with poor reading ability (at-risk students; see Note 1).
The support systems for poor readers and their teachers that are provided by national educational systems differ considerably between countries. During the past decade, educational policy makers have shown increased interest in learning about their organization and key elements. In 2003, a comparison of support systems in six industrial countries that performed successfully in the PISA 2000 assessment (five European countries and Canada) was published by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research. For each of the six countries, a working group of national experts completed a questionnaire on their national support systems. It was found that the six systems shared three important features. First of all, professional advice on the basis of a systematic evaluation of students' performance is provided at various levels, such as school advisory services, administrative bodies, and inspectors. Second, priority is given to providing teachers with inservice training and/or coaching possibilities. Third, school leaders are given the opportunity to participate in leadership training (Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung, 2003; OECD, 2004) . It is tempting to conclude that these features are characteristic of effective support systems. However, because support systems of countries that performed poor in the PISA assessment were not included in the study, it cannot be ruled out that these features might also be characteristic of less effective support systems.
The objective of the PROREAD study was to survey and compare support systems for poor readers in six member states of the European Union (EU; Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, the Netherlands, and Portugal) using a large-scale questionnaire approach (see Note 2). The aim was to identify features that are characteristic of effective support systems. Because the prevalence of at-risk students that was found in the PISA 2006 assessment differed considerably among the six countries (OECD, 2007b) , it was possible to classify the support systems as effective or less effective. Finland and the Netherlands were considered as having rather effective support systems because the proportion of at-risk students was fairly low (4.8% and 15.1%, respectively). Germany, Hungary, France, and Portugal were considered as having less effective support systems because the proportion of at-risk students was above 20% in each of these countries: Germany (20.1%), Hungary (20.6%), France (21.8%), and Portugal (24.9%).
Learning to Read in Different Orthographies
Phonological decoding is seen as the sine qua non of early reading development (Share, 1995) . Phonological decoding is, at least partially, dependent on phonological awareness skills, which predict subsequent reading ability across languages (Bradley & Bryant, 1983; Lundberg, Olofsson, & Wall, 1980; Muter, Hulme, Snowling, & Stevenson, 2004 , Snowling, 1995 Wagner et al., 1997; Ziegler et al., 2010) and correlate moderately with concurrent real-word reading (Swanson, Trainin, Necoechea, & Hammill, 2003) . However, phonological decoding is more than phonological awareness. It also requires insight into the alphabetic principle and the ability to generate alternative pronunciations and choose among them (Kirby, Desrochers, Roth, & Lai, 2008) . As orthographies differ with regard to the consistency with which graphemes map onto phonemes, learning to read might proceed differently in different languages (Ziegler & Goswami, 2006 ).
Transparent orthographies have consistent graphemephoneme correspondences, whereas deep orthographies have ambiguous, partially inconsistent, or relatively complex grapheme-phoneme correspondences (e.g., Borgwaldt, Hellwig, & de Groot, 2005; Ziegler, Stone, & Jacobs, 1997) . It has repeatedly been demonstrated that learning to read transparent orthographies progresses faster than learning to read less transparent orthographies (Aro & Wimmer, 2003; Seymour, Aro, & Erskine, 2003 ; also see Ziegler & Goswami, 2005 . However, the influence of orthographic transparency seems to be greatest during the initial phases of learning to read. For instance, Frith, Wimmer, and Landerl (1998) compared reading accuracy of children learning to read English (deep orthography) versus German (transparent orthography). Reading accuracy was lower for English than for German-speaking 8-year-olds. By the age of 12, however, the English fully caught up with the Germans in terms of word reading accuracy. A recent study (part of the present PROREAD research project) confirmed this pattern with respect to word reading speed (Vaessen et al., in press ). The authors showed that although Portuguese children lagged behind Dutch and Hungarian children during the first three grades, speed differences disappeared in Grade 4. It can be concluded that the influence of orthographic transparency vanishes over time and is therefore unlikely to fully explain national differences in the prevalence of at-risk students among 15-year-olds that were found in PISA 2006.
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Learning to Read With Different Instructional Approaches
In English-speaking countries, reading is traditionally taught using phonics or whole-word instruction (Rayner, Foorman, Perfetti, Pesetsky, & Seidenberg, 2001) . Phonics instruction emphasizes the relationship between graphemes and phonemes, whereas whole-word instructional approaches rely on teaching a sight vocabulary ("look-say" methods). A metaanalysis that was conducted by the National Reading Panel (2000) showed that "systematic phonics instruction makes a more significant contribution to children's growth in reading than do alternative programs providing unsystematic or no phonics instruction" (Chapter 2, Part II, pp. 2-132; also see Ehri, Nunes, Stahl, & Willows, 2001) . Almost all teaching programs in transparent languages include the teaching of letter-sound correspondences.
Interestingly, the impact of different teaching methods seems to be minor in comparison to the impact of orthographic transparency (see Ziegler & Goswami, 2005 . For example, Landerl (2000) investigated first grade students' performance on a nonword reading task. She found that English children who were being taught to read by phonics instruction did not differ significantly from children learning to read with a "standard" mixed method of phonics and whole-word instruction (error rates were 43% and 50%, respectively). In contrast, the error rate in a matched German sample who received phonics instruction was only 12%.
However, the PISA study showed that countries with comparable reading instruction approaches and languages of comparable orthographic transparency still differ widely in students' reading achievement. As a case in point, take Finnish and Italian. Both scripts are highly transparent, and graphemephoneme (phonics) teaching is used exclusively in both languages. Yet at the end of Grade 1, reading performance in Finland is far better than reading performance in Italy (Seymour et al., 2003) , which clearly points to the importance of factors other than script transparency and teaching approaches.
Learning to Read in Different School Systems
An extensive body of school effectiveness research has investigated the relationship between classroom practices and student outcomes. It has been demonstrated that students' achievement is correlated with instructional time engaged in academic tasks and certain patterns of classroom management and teacher-student interaction (Soar, 1973; Stallings, Robbins, Presbrey, & Scott, 1986) . Haahr and colleagues (2005) investigated whether individualized reading instruction leads to better reading achievement than reading instruction as a whole-class activity. To address this issue, they analyzed data that were provided by the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS 2001) . In PIRLS, teachers described how they typically organized reading instruction. Countries were found to differ considerably in the percentage of students who were subjected to reading instruction as a whole-class activity versus individual instruction. Interestingly, Haahr et al. found that the different approaches to reading instruction did not significantly predict the students' average reading scores. They concluded that "no single approach to instruction in reading [is] better than others" (Haahr et al., 2005, p. 178 ). This conclusion is supported by Whetton and Twist (2003) , who analyzed the PIRLS 2001 data with respect to how classes are organized and how materials are used in the teaching of reading in different countries. They came to the conclusion that there are no particular practices in classrooms that differentiate between countries with relatively high proportions of at-risk students and those with relatively low proportions of at-risk students.
Another factor that differs between countries is the age at which children start learning to read. In some EU member states, primary education starts at the age of 7 (e.g., Bulgaria, Lithuania, Finland, and Sweden), whereas in most other EU countries primary education starts at age 6 (e.g., France, Germany, Hungary, the Netherlands; Education, Audiovisual and Cultural Executive Agency, 2009). However, there is no straightforward relationship between starting age and the prevalence of poor readers at age 15. High percentages of at-risk students are found in countries with starting age 7 (e.g., Bulgaria 51.1%, Lithuania 25.7%) as well as in countries with earlier starting ages (e.g., Hungary 20.6%, Luxembourg 22.8%). Similarly, relatively low percentages of at-risk students are found in countries with starting age 7 (e.g., Finland 4.8%, Sweden 15.3%) and in countries with starting age 6 (e.g., the Netherlands 15.1%; OECD, 2007b, Table 6 .1a). Whetton and Twist (2003) made a similar comparison on the basis of the PIRLS 2001 data (measuring reading achievement in Grade 4). They observed that all English-speaking countries have an early start to compulsory schooling, which might explain why they tend to show a wide range in students' performance. However, the authors rejected this explanation because other countries with an early start of education showed narrow achievement ranges (e.g., the Netherlands).
Finally, European school systems differ in the degree of institutional differentiation. Some countries have comprehensive, nonselective school systems, whereas other countries group students on the basis of their academic potential. Haahr and colleagues (2005) emphasize that all existing systems contain elements of differentiation and that the spectrum from comprehensive to differentiated systems is a continuous one. Analyzing data from PISA 2003, Haahr and colleagues (2005) found that there was no clear statistical relation between the degree of institutional differentiation of school systems and average student performance. There was, however, a clear 4
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statistical correlation between the degree of institutional differentiation and the variance in student performance: More differentiated school systems were associated with higher variance in student performance. That is, dividing students into tracks and streams does not increase average student performance. Instead, it promotes disparity "as weak students become weaker and strong students stronger" (p. 173).
The evidence reviewed above demonstrates that different classroom practices and starting ages for formal education might account for some of the variance in student performance but cannot fully explain the differences in 15-year-old students' reading achievement between countries. A low degree of institutional differentiation seems to prevent skill disparity and might be a strong candidate for explaining differences in the prevalence of at-risk students.
The PROREAD study
The PROREAD study aimed at expanding the current knowledge base by providing an investigation of national support systems for poor readers and their teachers. Support systems in Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, the Netherlands, and Portugal were surveyed using a large-scale questionnaire approach. On the basis of qualitative descriptions of the national support systems that were provided by researchers and experts in each of the six countries, three common features of the support systems across the six PROREAD countries could be identified (see Figure 1 ): (a) mainstream teachers (MTs) typically receive some sort of support from the school system to develop their expertise on poor reading ability, (b) MTs generally play a dominant role in identifying children with poor reading ability, but a thorough diagnosis is usually performed by an external expert, and (c) schools usually provide remedial teachers (RTs) who offer remedial training to students with reading difficulties and/or offer extra reading lessons. Because these three features are shared by the support systems of all six countries, they were well suited to be targeted by the questionnaires. We expected differences in these features to relate to the effectiveness of the support systems.
To collect empirical data about the workings of the different support systems, two questionnaires were constructed; one questionnaire aimed at MTs (teaching either Grade 3 or Grade 6), the other at RTs. The first variable of interest was the support for teachers. We were interested in how countries differ in the extent to which teachers are provided with in-service training and/or supervision and how they differ in the extent to which teachers are provided with a professional they can turn to for advice and coaching. We were further interested in finding out to what degree countries differ with regard to the frequency with which the teachers consult these professionals.
The second variable of interest was the identification of poor readers. We were interested in finding out how countries differ in the extent to which teachers rely on standardized tests as opposed to subjective judgments. We were further interested in the professional background of the expert performing reading assessment and how the experts communicate the results ("Are there feedback reports?", "What is the quality of these feedback reports?").
A third variable of interest was the support for poor readers. We were interested in finding out how countries differ concerning the professional background of the RT and their availability (e.g., "How do remedial teachers work within the educational system?", "How much time resources do remedial teachers have?"). Finally, we were interested in how countries differ regarding the kind of remedial support that poor readers most typically receive.
Method Participants
The survey was carried out in six EU member states: Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, the Netherlands, and Portugal. Questionnaires were sent to quasi-randomly selected public schools. Schools were asked to have one RT and one Grade 3 and/or Grade 6 MT fill out a questionnaire. Children in these grades are younger than the 15-year-olds targeted in PISA. The reason for this is that we were interested in evaluating poor reader support before children finish primary education, which-in most EU countries-encompasses the first 6 years of formal schooling. Participation of schools was optional and permission from the ministries of education was granted (if needed).
Questionnaires
Two questionnaires were constructed, one to be filled out by the MT and one by the RT. On the front page of the questionnaires, it was stated that the results of the questionnaire would be used only for scientific purposes and would be processed anonymously. In addition, respondents were informed that the term poor readers referred to all children with severe reading problems, with or without spelling problems. Each questionnaire took about 20 min to be completed. Questionnaires were translated into the six languages, and preliminary versions were piloted in each country to verify the relevance of the selected issues and the specific wording of individual questions. The appendix contains the complete list of questions that pertain to the variables of interest.
Procedure
The survey was conducted between January and June 2008. The aim was to reach as many potential respondents as possible. The specific sampling procedure differed between countries. In Finland, all public primary schools were contacted by email and provided with a link to a website containing online versions of the Finnish questionnaires. In France, paper-and-pencil questionnaires were sent to all public primary and secondary schools in the Academie Aix-Marseille district, which is 1 of 26 regional districts. It is demographically representative as it contains rural as well as urban areas. In Germany, educational ministries in 11 (of 16) districts granted permission. In these 11 districts, 35% of public primary schools and 35% of public secondary schools (randomly selected) were first contacted by email (providing PDF versions of the questionnaires and a link to the German online questionnaires) and later by mail (paper-and pencil questionnaires enclosed) to enhance participation. In Hungary, the whole population of public primary schools was contacted by email providing a link to the Hungarian online questionnaire. In the Netherlands, 50% of public primary schools (randomly selected) from all 12 provinces were contacted by mail and provided with paper-and-pencil questionnaires. In Portugal, there are 18 districts that are organized into five regional education directories (DREs). Within each DRE, schools are organized in clusters that are formed on a geographical basis. Each cluster is composed of about eight schools. The presidents of all clusters were contacted by email and asked to send the questionnaires to two MTs teaching Grade 3, two MTs teaching Grade 6, and two RTs.
Sample Size
A total of 2,395 RTs and 4,210 MTs participated in the survey. Sample sizes are presented in Table 1 . A substantial number of MTs reported that they also function as an RT and were therefore excluded from some analyses. The numbers of MTs who do not function as RT are printed in parentheses.
Data Analyses
All analyses were performed using SPSS for Windows and Microsoft Excel. The different kinds of German secondary schools were not represented equally. German MT Grade 6 data were therefore weighted to make different kinds of secondary schools comparable.
Results
Prevalence of Poor Reading Ability
MTs were asked to indicate the number of students in their class and to estimate the number of poor readers (defined as "all children with severe reading problems, with or without spelling problems"). The questions are listed in the appendix (see MT-1 and MT-2). The proportion of poor readers (PPR) was calculated by dividing the sum of all poor readers by the sum of all students. MTs who did not answer one of the questions were excluded from the analysis. Some MTs reported surprisingly high proportions of poor readers in their class (even responses of more than 100% of poor readers were found). This suggests that some MTs might not have filled in the questions correctly. We therefore excluded MTs who reported more than 50% of poor readers in their class from the analyses. Results are presented in Figure 2 . Interestingly, in all countries except the Netherlands, MTs reported an increase in PPR from Grade 3 to 6. Moreover, in each country, Grade 6 MTs' estimation of the PPR was higher than the prevalence of at-risk students found in PISA 2006. In agreement with the PISA results, we found that Finnish Grade 6 MTs reported the lowest PPR, Dutch Grade 6 MTs the second lowest PPR, and German Grade 6 MTs the third lowest PPR.
Support for Teachers
Are in-service training and/or supervision programs provided by the educational system? MTs were asked to indicate whether their educational system provides in-service training and/or supervision on how to teach children with poor reading ability (see the appendix, MT-3). Figure 3 shows the results for each country and grade level. MTs who also function as RTs were excluded from all analyses in this section. Differences between countries were substantial. Finland was the only country in which more than 80% of the MTs were provided with 6
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in-service training and/or supervision possibilities. In the Netherlands, Germany, and Hungary, this percentage dropped to less than 80%. The lowest percentages were found in Portugal (39%) and France (26%).
Are there professionals to whom you can turn for advice? MTs were first asked whether there was a contact person (CP) at their school and if so how often they consulted the CP (see the appendix, . MTs who also function as RT were excluded from all analyses in this section. Countries differed considerably in the percentage of MTs who reported that there was no CP for advice available at their school ( Figure 4 ). The highest percentage was found for French Grade 6 MTs (62.9%). In contrast, less than 5% of Finnish, Hungarian, and Dutch MTs reported having no CP available at school. Figure 4 also demonstrates that countries differed regarding the frequency with which CPs were consulted. The highest percentage of MTs who seek advice on a regular basis was found among Finnish MTs (> 60%). The MT questionnaire also surveyed whether there was a specialized person outside the school (external expert) who MTs could consult concerning poor readers in their class and, if so, how often this external expert was consulted (see the appendix, MT-6 and MT-7). The results are shown in Figure 5 . Countries differed considerably in the percentage of MTs who reported that there was no external expert available. The highest percentage was found in France (> 50%), followed by Portugal (> 30%), and German Grade 6 (25%). In the remaining countries, less than 15% of MTs reported that there was no external expert available.
There were further differences between countries regarding the frequency with which the external experts were consulted. The percentage of MTs who reported consulting the external expert regularly was highest among Hungarian MTs (29.2% of Grade 3 and 14.0% of Grade 6 MTs). In the remaining countries, this percentage was relatively low (< 12%). In all countries, the percentage of MTs who consulted the external expert sometimes or regularly was higher among Grade 3 than Grade 6 MTs. This is remarkable because Grade 6 MTs report higher percentages of poor readers than Grade 3 MTs in most countries. Interestingly, two thirds of the French MTs reported that there was no external expert available or that they never (or only in exceptional cases) consulted this external expert.
Identification of Poor Readers
How is poor reading ability identified? RTs were asked to indicate whether, at their school, poor readers are generally signaled by means of standardized testing or by means of (remedial) teachers' evaluation (see the appendix, RT-1). Results are presented in Figure 6 . There were considerable differences between countries concerning the degree to which standardized tests were used. In the Netherlands and Hungary, more than 75% of RTs reported the use of standardized tests as the most common method. In Finland and France, still more than 60% of RTs chose this answer. In Germany and Portugal, more than 50% of the RTs reported that the use of standardized tests was not the most common method but that teachers' judgments formed the basis for identifying poor readers. 8
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How are poor reading abilities diagnosed? The RT questionnaire surveyed the professional background of the diagnostician as well as the quality of the feedback report. RTs were first asked to indicate the professional background of the trained expert to whom children were most typically referred for a thorough diagnosis (see the appendix, RT-2). In each country, less than 3% of the RTs reported that there was no trained expert available. However, countries differed regarding the professional background of the diagnostician. In Finland, the majority of RTs (70.7%) reported that the diagnostician was a psychologist. Only 21.2% of the Finish RTs reported that the diagnostician was a special educator. The majority of French RTs (70.0%) reported that the diagnostician was a (remedial) teacher, and 27.5% reported that the diagnostician was a speech therapist. In Germany, a thorough diagnosis was performed by a (remedial) teacher (37.4%), a psychologist (21.8%), or a special educator (16.3%). In Hungary, RTs reported that diagnosticians were trained as either special educators (49.9%) or speech therapists (27.0%). The majority of Dutch RTs reported that the diagnostician is a special educator (60.5%), but (remedial) teachers (18.9%) and psychologists (15.4%) were also common. In Portugal, most RTs reported that diagnostics were performed by a psychologist (64.8%) or a (remedial) teacher (13.6%). RTs were further asked to indicate whether they receive a feedback report from the diagnostician and, if so, to rate the quality of this feedback report on a 5-point scale (1 = very poor, 5 = very good; see the appendix, RT-3). Results are presented in Table 2 . In Finland, Hungary, the Netherlands, and Portugal, the majority of RTs (> 75%) reported that they received a feedback report. In contrast, less than half of French and German RTs received a report. The majority of French RTs made the reports themselves. In Germany, about one third of RTs made the report themselves, but there was still a high percentage of RTs who did not receive a report. An ANOVA was performed to compare mean values of RTs' ratings of the quality of the feedback report between countries. There was a significant main effect of country, F(5, 1678) = 5.86, p < .001. Post hoc tests (Tukey) revealed that Portuguese RTs rated the quality significantly lower than Finnish, German, Hungarian, and Dutch RTs.
Support for Poor Readers
What is the professional background of RTs? RTs were asked to choose their professional training from a list of professions (see the appendix, RT-4). Results demonstrate that within a given country, RTs often shared the same professional background. In Finland, 91.4% of the RTs indicated that they were trained as a special educator. French RTs were also mostly trained as a special educator (81.2%). Only 16.7% of the French RT indicated that they were trained as teachers. In Germany, the Netherlands, and Portugal, the large majority of RTs were trained as teachers (92.2%, 96.3%, and 93.0%, respectively). In Hungary, 52.8% of the RT indicated that they were trained as special educators, whereas 34.5% were trained as teachers. Other response options, such as psychologist and speech therapist, were chosen by less than 6% of MTs in a given country.
How available are RTs? RTs were asked to describe their work situation by choosing one of three response options: (a) "I am a regular teacher with additional hours for remedial activities," (b) "remedial teaching is my main job at one school," and (c) "remedial teaching is my main job at several schools" (see the appendix, RT-5). RTs were further asked to indicate how many hours a week they spend on remedial activities at one school (see the appendix, RT-6). The results are presented in Figure 7 and Table 3 .
The ways in which RTs work within the educational system as well as their time resources differed substantially between countries. In Finland, RTs were usually special educators and remedial teaching was their main job at one or several schools. Finnish RTs who support only one school spent an average of 23.2 hr per week at one school, whereas Finnish RTs who support several schools reported an average of 11.2 hr per week. The majority of French RTs were special educators. In contrast to their Finnish colleagues, most of the French RTs (84%) worked at several schools, spending an average of 14.3 hr a week on remedial activities at one school. German RTs were mostly trained as a teacher and typically worked at only one school, usually as a regular teacher with an average of 3.7 additional hr per week for remedial activities (82% of RT). A minority (12%) indicated that remedial teaching was their main job, spending on average 16.5 hr a week on remedial activities. Compared to the other 
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countries, German RTs had a very limited amount of time available for remedial activities. Hungarian RTs were usually either special educators (53%) or teachers (35%). They supported only one school, where they functioned as either a regular teacher (42%) with an average of 7.1 additional weekly hr or a RT (50%) with an average of 20.7 hr a week spent on remedial activities. In the Netherlands, most RTs were trained as a teacher (96%). Like the Hungarian RTs, they usually supported only one school. One third (33%) of Dutch RTs worked as regular teachers and spent on average of 5.1 hr a week for remedial activities. Less than two thirds (59%) of RTs reported that remedial teaching was their main job at one school, spending on average 7.7 hr a week. Like the German RTs, they had limited time resources (compared to RT in the remaining countries). Portuguese RTs were usually trained as a teacher (93%), and they all reported that remedial teaching is their main job. RTs who supported only one school spent on average 18.1 hr a week (SD = 7.8) on remedial activities. RTs who supported several schools spent on average 16.0 hr a week (SD = 7.3) on these tasks.
What is the most typical kind of support for readers provided by the school? MTs were asked to indicate the most typical form of poor reader support offered by their school. They could choose one of five response options: (a) there is no support available, (b) extra reading lessons, (c) cluster children with severe reading problems in special classes, (d) sending students to specialized schools, and (e) none of the above (see the appendix, MT-8). Results are presented in Figure 8 .
In Finland, Germany, Hungary, and the Netherlands, the majority of schools supported poor readers by offering extra reading lessons. In contrast, in Portugal and France, fewer than half of the MTs indicated that their school typically offers extra reading lessons. Clustering students with reading problems in specialized classes was not a common practice in European school systems: Only one country, France, seemed to cluster students with reading problems on a regular basis. Sending children with poor reading problems to specialized schools was very unusual in all countries: In each country, less than 1% of the MTs chose this response option. A striking finding was the surprisingly high percentage of MTs who reported that their school does not offer any support. Only 1% of Finnish MTs and 4% of Dutch MTs indicated there was no support. These percentages increased to 14% in Germany, 13% in Hungary, 23% in France, and 19% in Portugal. Table 4 illustrates the results separately for each country and grade level. The percentage of schools that do not offer poor reader support increased substantially from Grade 3 to Grade 6 in Germany and Hungary but decreased in France and Portugal.
What is the most typical support provided by the RT? RTs were asked to describe the support they offer to poor readers by choosing the most typical kinds of remedial support they offer from a list of different kinds of remedial activities (see the appendix, RT-7). RTs who indicated more than two kinds of support as the most typical were excluded from the analyses. Figure 9 presents the results. In all countries, except for France, reading and spelling training were the most typical kinds of support that were offered by RTs. Phonological awareness training was the most typical kind of support that was offered by French RTs but was also very common in Finland and the Netherlands. One third (33.8%) of Hungarian RTs reported that they typically offered sensory-based training. In the remaining countries, less than 7% offered this kind of support. Reading comprehension training was common among French RTs but not in the remaining countries.
Discussion
The goal of the PROREAD study was to survey and compare support systems for poor readers across six member states of the EU in order to identify features that are characteristic of effective support systems. The support systems were investigated using a questionnaire approach in a large sample of 4,210 MTs and 2,395 RTs. The results demonstrate that the six European support systems differed quite substantially, 
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making it possible to search for features that are systematically linked to reduced prevalence of poor reading ability. Instead of concentrating on the average student's reading achievement in a given country, the PROREAD study focused on the prevalence of students whose reading ability is so low that they are considered to be at risk for failure in academic and social life (at-risk students). The PISA 2006 study (OECD, 2007b) showed that among the six participating EU countries, Finland has the lowest prevalence of at-risk students (4.8%), indicating that the Finnish support system is very effective in terms of reducing the number of at-risk students. The Dutch support system is also considered to be effective (15% at-risk students). In the following discussion, the term effective support systems is therefore used to refer to both the Finish and the Dutch support systems. Germany, Hungary, France, and Portugal have less effective support systems: more than 20% of the 15-year-olds in these countries are considered to be at risk.
On the basis of qualitative descriptions of the national support systems, we specified three features that might influence system effectiveness: (a) the way teachers are supported, (b) the way poor reading skills are identified and diagnosed, and (c) the way poor readers are supported. Most importantly, we found that the six countries differed on all three variables and that these differences relate to the effectiveness of the support system.
More specifically, we found that effective support systems offer in-service training and/or coaching possibilities to the large majority of their teachers. They also provide external experts to the large majority of their teachers. However, most of these teachers do not consult the external expert on a regular basis. The reason hereof might be that virtually all teachers in effective support systems have a contact person (CP) at their school whom they can ask for advice concerning poor reading ability. Interestingly, the most effective support system (Finland) was characterized by a large proportion of teachers (> 60%) who consulted this CP on a regular basis. These frequent interactions were probably facilitated by the high time resources of Finnish RTs: Finnish RTs typically worked for a single school where they spent a mean of 18 hrs per week.
High availability of RTs in effective support systems also seems to influence the quantity of support that is offered to poor readers. In effective support systems, more than 95% of schools offer support for poor readers (mostly extra reading lessons).
We also found that effective support systems most typically identify poor reading skills by standardized testing, followed by a thorough diagnosis by a trained expert (psychologist or special educator). Importantly, in effective support systems, there seems to be a well-functioning communication stream between diagnosticians and schools: In effective systems, RTs are regularly informed about the diagnosis by a feedback report.
One of the most important findings of our study is that there is not a single variable that differentiates between effective and less effective support systems. We found that countries with low percentages of at-risk students are characterized by high performance on all variables. In contrast, countries with a high prevalence of poor readers were found to perform well on some variables but not on others. Germany, for example, provided CPs to the large majority of teachers. However, the CPs (mostly RTs) had very limited time resources, which is likely to be the reason for the relatively low proportion of German teachers who consulted them regularly and the relatively high percentage of schools that did not provide support for poor readers. Another example is France. French RTs reported high time resources (14 hrs per week). However, relatively few teachers reported that they had a CP (RT) at their school, and a high percentage of schools did not provide support for poor readers. Our findings are consistent with and provide empirical support for an earlier comparison of support systems that was published by the German Federal Ministry of Education and Research (Bundesministerium für Bildung und Forschung, 2003) . This study identified aspects of effective support systems, including the importance of in-service training and/ or coaching possibilities and systematic evaluation of students' performance.
Collaboration between MTs and special educators is grounded in the idea that each educator has a unique knowledge base and expertise that complement each other (e.g., Van Gaderen, Scheuermann, Jackson, & Hampton, 2009) . Our results support the idea that teachers who have the possibility to develop their expertise through consultation with professionals in the field of reading disabilities are better equipped to meet the needs of children with poor reading ability in their class.
Our results are also in line with current research on the accuracy of teacher judgments of student achievement. It has been demonstrated that teacher judgments correlate significantly with standardized achievement test scores (e.g., Hoge & Coladarci, 1989) and that teachers are accurate reporters of students reading performance (Feinberg & Shapiro, 2003) . However, recent studies highlight that teachers tend to overestimate the reading ability of low-achieving students (Bates & Nettelbeck, 2001 ), find it difficult to identify poor readers (Madeleine & Wheldall, 2005) , and overestimate reading progress of low-performing students (Graney, 2008) . These findings suggest that standardized tests yield more objective and accurate measures of reading ability and are better suited for the identification of poor readers. We did indeed find that effective support systems tended to rely on standardized tests as a means of signaling poor reading ability.
A potential limitation of the present study is the rather narrow focus on school-based support systems. It is widely accepted that students' reading ability in different orthographies is influenced by a number of variables on multiple levels. At the student level, for example, reading ability is related to phonological processing skills (Bradley & Bryant, 1983) and cognitive processes associated with automatic, rapid access to word representations (Wolf, Bowers, & Biddle, 2000) . Students' reading achievement has also been found to be related to home literacy experiences such as joint book reading (Bus, van IJzendoorn, & Pellegrine, 1995) and parent involvement in teaching about reading (Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002) . In addition, there are differences between countries that might influence the prevalence of poor readers, such as the degree of institutional differentiation and the funding of reading support. To investigate the complex interaction between the many different variables on multiple levels, objective data on students' reading ability are needed. In the present study, the effectiveness of a support system was determined by the prevalence of at-risk students that was found in the PISA 2006 study (OECD, 2007b) , because-to our knowledge-no other study provides objective measures of the prevalence of poor readers for all six participating EU countries. We refrained from performing a regression analysis because using data from the PISA 2006 study as a dependent variable would mean that there is one and the same value for each teacher in a given country, which comes down to predicting six data points. An objective measure of students' reading skills in each school would have enabled a more fine-grained analysis of the amount of variance contributed by each of the variables that we found to be systematically linked to the effectiveness of national support systems. Future research should ideally investigate students' reading ability over the course of several years, so that it becomes clear how the different variables interact and how a decline in the prevalence of poor readers can best be predicted.
Another potential limitation of our study is the fact that teacher knowledge on reading was not included. A growing body of research demonstrates that kindergarten and early elementary grade teachers' knowledge of the concept of phonological awareness is limited (Bos, Mather, Dickson, Podhajski, & Chard, 2001 ) and that teachers are not adequately prepared for systematic instruction in phonological awareness and letter-sound correspondences (Mather, Bos, & Babur, 2001; Moats, 1994) . Several studies have shown that improving teachers' knowledge of word structure and reading-related concepts is related to improvements in students' reading achievement (McCutchen et al., 2002; Spear-Swerling & Brucker, 2004) . Unfortunately, the research literature on teacher knowledge has almost exclusively centered on U.S. teachers and is sparse for European countries. We refrained from investigating teacher knowledge and quality of teacher training in the present study because teachers tend to overestimate their reading-related knowledge (Cunningham, Stanovich, & Stanovich, 2004 ) and teachers' perception of adequate teacher training often does not match the actual quality of the training (Lyon, Vaassen, & Toomey, 1989) . The results of the present study show that in countries with effective support systems, the majority of teachers indicate that in-service trainings and/or supervision on how to teach children with poor reading ability are provided. However, we recognize the importance of a more fine-grained investigation of the quality of teacher knowledge and teacher support. Future research is needed to investigate the role played by teacher knowledge in determining support system effectiveness.
Implications
Policy makers have been encouraged to reduce skill disparities and focus their efforts toward at-risk students (Haahr et al., 2005) . Unfortunately, concrete and empirically validated 14
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information about how educational reforms should be conducted has been rare. More differentiated school systems are associated with higher variance in student performance (Haahr et al., 2005) , but reducing the degree of institutional differentiation would present a fundamental change in the educational system for many countries. Research focusing on the influence of different teaching methods, classroom practices, and starting ages for formal education has not been successful in identifying factors that relate to differences in reading achievement between countries (Haahr et al., 2005; Whetton & Twist, 2003) . The PROREAD study is one of the first empirical studies to come up with concrete starting points for educational reforms.
Effective poor reader support systems are characterized by high levels of both teacher and student support. Less effective support systems were found to provide high levels of support either for students or for teachers, but it was the combination of both kinds of support that was crucial for differentiating between effective and less effective support systems. Support systems can be improved (a) by providing more possibilities for teachers to improve their expertise through in-service training, courses, coaching, and CPs and (b) by providing more support for students by offering more extra reading lessons. However, improving a support system may also call for some qualitative changes. Effective support systems are characterized by frequent interactions both between teachers and RTs and between RTs and diagnosticians.
Initiating and sustaining changes in education is a complex undertaking. As Noell and Gansle (2009) have highlighted, ethical and pragmatic concerns tend to be barriers to positive change. Changes in behavioral patterns often require participants to invest time. Voltz, Elliott, and Cobb (1994) showed that teachers collaborated less often with special educators than they would like to, indicating lack of time as a major barrier. However, some changes might be easier to implement than others. For example, Deno et al. (2009) demonstrated that it is possible to implement schoolwide screening and progress monitoring in reading without investing large amounts of time and resources. Even though educational reforms might be time-consuming and costly, the large proportions of children whose reading ability is so poor that they are at risk for failure in academic and social life show that improvement of current support systems is critically needed. RT-3. Please rate the quality of feedback report from the diagnostician!
Appendix
List of Relevant Questions Mainstream Teacher (MT) Questionnaire
• I do not receive a feedback report • I make the feedback report • I receive feedback reports.
• Their quality is: very poor 1 -2 -3 -4 -5 very good RT-4. You were trained as a:
• Psychologist • Special educator • Teacher • Speech therapist • None of the above RT-5. Please describe your work situation as remedial teacher!
• I am a regular teacher with additional hours for remedial activities • Remedial teaching is my main job at one school • Remedial teaching is my main job at several schools RT-6. Please indicate how many hours a week (on average) you spend on remedial activities at one school! RT-7. Which of the following describes best the support you offer to poor readers?
• Extra (regular) reading and spelling training • Phonological awareness training • Reading comprehension training • Sensory-based training • None of the above
